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Essential-Guide-to-Survival-KnivesI get a lot of questions from readers asking about survival knives. 
Whether you’re headed into the wilderness or simply preparing for the next apocalypse, a folding knife 
will serve you well but a good survival knife makes all the difference. In my own search for the best 
survival knife over the years I’ve had plenty of experience with the top sellers and wanted to share my 
opinions with you all. 

TOP PICK: Ka-Bar BK-22 BUY 

In a hurry? We love all the knives recommended here but if you asked us to recommend one survival 
knife we usually lean towards the Ka-Bar BK-22. A well-priced all-round knife and deserving of our 
top pick. 


When you’re caught out in the wild and things are getting serious, a quality survival knife is a crucial 
tool to have with you and can be used for a wide variety of survivalist tasks from building a shelter, 
skinning game, splitting firewood, cutting rope, opening cans, and much more. Now, before you shell 
out you’re hard earned coins it’s important to know what to look for. I discuss the general rules of 
buying a good survival knife below and then share my own list of the top survival knives currently on 
the market. 

Rule #1: Fixed blade, not folding 


My passion in life is folding knives but I stand by this statement when it comes to survival knives. A 
good folding knife is perfect for everyday carry, but in a survival situation you want a fixed blade. Part 
of the reason for this is that the joint (or pivot) of a folding knife is a weakness when it comes to the 
rough abuse your survival knife will endure. 


fixed-vs-foldingIn a survival knife, you want something that will be readily available for chopping, 
thrusting, prying, pounding, and rigorous cutting. Hence for survival, folding knives just don’t...well... 
cut it. 


Yes, I know that there are folding knives advertised as survival knives and many of the best folding 
knives are damn solid, so why do I insist on a fixed blade? Look, many folders are indeed tough but 
they’ ll never take a beating like a solid fixed blade. Another reason is speed of deployment. With a 
folding blade, you have to open the knife and ensure it is properly locked before you can use it. In an 
emergency situation, you want a knife that is ready to go the minute you pull it out of its sheath. When 
speed and safety are essential, a fixed blade knife is much better than a folder. 

Rule #2: Full tang is the way to go 


A “full tang” means that the blade extends the entire length of the knife, from the tip to the very end of 
the handle. It’s essential for the providing the strength you’ll need in many survival situations. 


partial-vs-full-tangA partial tang is simply too flimsy in situations where you need to force the blade 
against a hard object, or use the knife as a prying tool. The full tang knife is going to be much more 
effective for prying or digging. Of course, this all comes at price in the weight of the knife but 9 times 
out of 10 I would stick with the full tang. 


The other problem with partial tang knives is that the blades can loosen and develop “play” in the 
handle, which becomes quite dangerous. With a full tang knife, even if the handle becomes damaged or 
falls off, you can wrap the tang in parachute cord or rope and still have a fully usable tool. Not so with 
partial tang knives. Trust me. 

Rule #3: A high carbon blade steel 


If you’ve read my essential guide to knife steel you’ll know that there’s a boat load of different steels 
on the market today. When it comes to your survival knife you don’t want to cheap out on a $20 
Chinese-made knife from eBay with soft steel that won’t hold its edge. This knife may one day be the 
difference between life and death so give it some respect. 


survival-blade-steel You need to shop around and find a blade that uses a quality steel alloy. For EDC 
knives, I usually recommend to stick with stainless steel. This is because EDC knives are used far more 
frequently than my survival knife, so a low maintenance stainless steel is preferred. 


Since my survival knives are used less frequently, but also subject to more heavy duty usage, I 
generally recommend a knife made with carbon steel over stainless. Carbon steel is tougher than your 
average Stainless steel and will hold up to the abuse more. You just have to remember to take good care 
of these knives, or they’!l rust and stain. The most popular carbon steel often used in survival knives is 
called 1095, or slight variants thereof. It’s a great steel for your survival knife because it’s not only 
tough but easy to sharpen too. 

Report this ad 


If you insist on not having to lubricate your knife to keep it corrosion free, I’d recommend a blade 
made of AUS-8, 440C or 420HC stainless steel. Each of these alloys is different, but they’ll hold a 
decent edge while still staying easy to sharpen. If you have more to spend consider a higher end steel 
like S30V which will hold its edge for longer. 

Rule #4: Blade length 4 — 7 inches 


Size matters, as my wife always tells me, but bigger is not always better in the survival game. For 
example, just as a blade that is too thick can make it difficult to dress small game or carve precision 
snares, so can a blade that is too long. On the other hand, if your knife isn’t long enough, you won’t be 
able to use it effectively for chopping or batoning, which is striking the back of your knife blade with 
something like a rock or chunk of wood in order to drive the blade through a thick branch or stubborn 
piece of wood. You want a blade that’s long enough to do what you need it to do, but not so long that it 
gets in your way. Ahh, life’s little trade offs. 


Blade-lengthMost survival knives fall in the range of six to 12 inches, but remember that you aren’t 
hunting elephants. Anything bigger than 10 or 11 inches runs towards being too long to really be useful 
in as many situations as possible. The knife becomes too big to handle and carry effectively, and can 
easily present itself as a hindrance to your survival instead of a tool to ensure it. 


I recommend keeping the blade between 4 and 7 inches, with an overall length of around 10 to 11 
inches. With that said, you’ ll find several of my favorites run past 11 inches, but just barely. It all 
comes down to what you’re comfortable carrying and working with, and I’m a beefy enough guy that 
the knives running close to 12 inches are still effective for me to use. Anything longer is basically a 
machete. 

Rule #5: Blade thickness 0.17 — 0.25 inches 


When you’re shopping for a survival knife, you might be worried about keeping your encumbrance 
down. After all, you don’t want to be carrying any more weight than necessary, so you might be 
tempted to shop for a survival knife with a thin blade to cut down on the heaviness. 


blade-thicknessThis is not always a good idea, for a number of reasons. The biggest reason is that you 
don’t just need a good blade, but you also need one that is going to be useful for as many jobs as 
possible. One minute, you might find yourself using the survival knife to skin a rabbit, but the next 
minute you’ll be batoning wood and that’s where the extra thickness is going to come in handy. 


Bending is absolutely undesirable in a survival knife, so you need some girth to the blade’s thickness. 
At the same time, you don’t want the blade so thick that you can’t use it for delicate work like skinning 
game or carving snare sets. The sweet spot? Look for a thickness between 0.17 and 0.25 inches. 

Rule #6: A solid, synthetic handle 


It’s easy to focus on the blade and getting the most out of it, but remember that you have to hold and 
use the survival knife in inclement weather, more often than not. The handle will also take a bit of a 
beating when you’re using your knife for batoning wood or prying objects loose. 


knife-handleThe most important things to look at in the survival knife’s handle are strength, durability, 
and grip. 


Stay away from hollow, cheap plastic or metal handles in your survival knife. It might sound cool to be 
able to carry matches or fishing line and hooks inside your knife handle, but that lack of density 
seriously compromises the strength of the knife. If your survival knife is hard to hold or lacks strength 
and durability, it can quickly become a liability with the cost of you injuring yourself. Metal handles 
conduct heat and can make for an ice cold grip in the winter wilderness. 


The best materials for a survival knife handle are typically made from your modern synthetics — Kraton 
(a synthetic rubber polymer), Micarta, G-10, GRN/FRN (glass/fiber reinforced nylon with brands like 
Zytel or Valox), or even just dense rubber. These materials are near indestructible and provide 
durability, and grip (read more in our guide to knife handle materials). Look for texturing and scales 
too, giving you plenty of comfortable grip. Don’t let the traditionalists talk you out of this — synthetics 
are the way to go. I also like to have a blunt end for hammering, and hopefully even a lanyard hole for 
keeping the knife readily accessible from around your wrist. 


Considering one of those Commando knives with a built in compass and you can store stuff inside the 
handle? Stay well away, it’s more trouble than it’s worth. 


divider-knife2 
My favorite survival knives 


Okay here’s my pick of the best survival knives on the market today. All of these knives are, of course, 
fixed blade and full-tang knives, so they meet the two most important criteria I look for in a survival 
knife. 


